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01:40 
CD: John thank you for coming out today. 


JH: You’re welcome. 

CD: Appreciate you taking the time. 

JH: Thank John, he’s the one that brought me in, John Morrill. 

02:00 

CD: If we could just start, if you could just say your name and spell it 
so the transcriber can get your name spelled correctly. 

JH: You want- you want my middle name too? 


CD: Uh, however you go by. 


JH: Oh now I’m not in charge, you are, so you let me know what you 
want. 


CD: Yes I want your middle name as well. 

02:20 

JH: Okay, John Alexis Hancock, capital J-O-H-N, capital A-L-E-X-I-X... 
S, heh heh, capital H-A-N-C-O-C-K. 


02:30 
CD: Very good, thank you. John if we could just start, if you could just 
introduce yourself and tell us where you come from originally. 


02:40 
JH: You mean where I was born? 


CD: Where you grew up. 


JH: Well I was born in Billings, Montana, and I grew up in uh Billings, 
Helena, and Butte, and uh after the uh depression hit my dad couldn’t 


get any jobs, so he loaded everything up in our old, beat up truck and 
came to California. Grandfather said he had a place for us out in 
Catalano, California, which nobody’s ever heard of, and we’d raise 
chickens. The theory behind it was great, but the chicken feed cost 
more than you got for the eggs. So I ended up eating chicken for 
about three years until - even today I can’t eat chicken too well. And 
uh...well if I get desperate Il eat chicken, heh. But anyway uh...what 
else do you want? 


CD: No that’s fine. What made you want to join the marines? 


03:59 
JH: I, well nothing. I wasn’t in the Marines. 


CD: But what made you want to...National Guard, sorry. 


JH: I’m a depression baby, like all the rest of these guys you’re 
interviewing. They tell you about their troubles? Heh heh heh, well I 
won't tell you my troubles then. Uh, no uh, let’s see... 


CD: What made you want to join the army, or the National Guard? 


04:24 

JH: I joined the National Guard because at that time they were paying 
$2 a day...uh we met every Friday night, this is in Ontario, California, 
and that was a lot of money. And then when Roosevelt came along, 
bless his heart, they had uh the NYA. Have you ever heard of that? 
Okay. Anyway they paid you 50 cents an hour, so I got a job sweeping 
shop at the junior college, and I uh... I joined the infantry. And then 
uh, when I got out of (JV?), Junior College, I came to San Diego and 
my dad said he’d get me a job working at Consolidated Aircraft 
Corporation. So I started working there, and the noise drove me 
crazy, (05:21) so...I uh, let’s see, yeah. They had artillery in San 
Diego, I’m-I’m trying to think my sequence, I’m a little mixed up here. 
And so I transferred from the infantry to the National Guard in San 
Diego, and that was three-inch artillery, anti-aircraft. They were 
mobile guns, very obsolescent, but that’s neither here nor there. They 
fired a shell that was three inches in diameter. And uh, so I joined the 
National Guard. I was in Battery B, it was 250 Coast Artillery Anti- 
Aircraft, and uh, that goes way back when it was just coast artillery 
out of Point Loma; it has quite a history. And I didn’t bring any of this 
stuff ‘cause nobody told me too, so anyhow... So... (06:30) Roosevelt 
decided- 


CD: John can I just- 


JH: You want me to stop? Sure. 


CD: Just going to stop you for a second. If you could just try to 
maintain eye contact with me, and pretend this lens isn’t here, over 
my shoulder, that would be really great. You can’t even see that can 
you? 


JH: Uh, okay. Anyway (06:50) Roosevelt decided that our outfit 
should go to Hawaii to help protect Pearl Harbor. So we get to Fort 
Ruger, that was regular army, and they didn’t like us at all. Heh, 
nobody likes the National Guard. But anyway, our colonel, Colonel 
Sherman, he decided that Hawaii needed a firing camp. Okay, there’s 
no-no place that they can go and fire, practice. So he- he told the big 
shots, “We’ll build it.” So I got a little write-up about our picks and 
shovels. Anyway, heh, we go out and we built this firing camp. 
(08:00) We had to build a sewage system, uh barracks...out of wood, 
not concrete or brick, or anything else like that, it was wood. And we 
built a theater, and so on and so forth. So after we moved in for a 
while the Japanese decided that they wanted to wipe out our Navy. 


08:33 

CD: If I could just stop you here, I want to back up a little bit before 
we get to that day. What was life on Hawaii like? What did you find 
when you got there? 


08:44 
JH: What did we find? 


CD: Or what was life like for you on Hawaii? 


JH: Oh it was wonderful, oh yeah. If-if you want to find a place with 
the temperature doesn’t vary more than 3 degrees the whole year 
round, you go to Hawaii. The only thing that’ll spoil it for you are all of 
the lousy hotels. It’s nothing but hotels in Honolulu. So, but if you 
want to live there go out to North, North - Oahu. And uh, that’s where 
the smart people live. There’s a nice breeze, you can commute in to 
your job, or whatever it is, any time you want to. You ever been there? 


CD: I have. 

09:28 

JH: Yeah, it’s nice. Uh...I enjoyed my stay there. And then after they 
uh- 


CD: What did you do like when you were on leave. 


JH: What did I do? 
CD: Yeah. When you’d go to the town 


JH: Well, I didn’t drink. (09:46), believe it or not. And I didn’t go to 
the whorehouses on hotel street, believe it or not. And all my buddies 
would say, “Well, if you let us watch you, we’ll pay for it.” Heh heh. 
Well, needless to say I didn’t want any part of it. But anyway I was 
young and innocent then, very protective life. 


CD: What was your job and rank? 


10:23 
JH: Oh I was a corporal, and I was a relayer. 


CD: What does that mean? What’s a relayer? 


JH: There’s a- what they call a cutter, which actually doesn’t cut. It 
just rotates the nose of the shell, and sets it at a certain spot, uh...well 
let me explain. It’s-it’s a container, you ram this shell, nose down. My 
job was to take it from the cutter, and put it in the breach, of the gun, 
and the gunner would uh ram it up, and uh pull a lanyard that lift the 
shell off. Now when the shell uh start to go out through the tube, the 
gun tube, it sets off this powder train, and the powder train burns to a 
certain...uh setting, it sets off the rest- the rest of the explosive in the 
shell, which is a very poor arrangement. Now they use proximity fuses 
where if it gets near the target it goes off automatically. (11:42) I 
think it uses a radio type of thing, t-radio system. Or electromagnetic. 
I’m not too sure how that works because I never used it, heh. That 
came along later. 


11:55 
CD: What was a normal- 
CREW INTERRUPTION until 12:32 
I was asking you what your normal day of duty would be like. 


JH: Well of course they’d wake us up with bugle call. And you get up 
and shave, and so on. And then we’d have breakfast. And then we get 
our picks, and shovels and jackhammers, and go out and dig trenches 
in the coral to the uh...heh sewage treatment plant, we were building 
that out of concrete. And that was about it. Until we built the bloody 
camp, and then uh...well we did practice firing once and a while. I 
think the whole time we were there it was about three times. It was 
mostly marching, and drilling, and hauling, and uh dirt. See this is the 
wilderness type of thing. It’s Kayobe groves in (aljerobi?), if you’ve 
ever heard of that. Okay. It’s real tough, real tough wood, and spikes 


all over it. (13:47) But uh, no that’s what we did mostly was 
construction. 


CD: What- when did you land on Hawaii? When did you get there? 


14:04 
JH: Oh boy. Uh I think it was August 1940, but uh I’ve forgotten a lot 
of these date, but it was around August of 1940. 


14:19 
CD: Were you aware of any tensions between Japan and the United 
States at that time? 


14:23 

JH: A little bit, a little bit. We knew that uh...well I went to Long 
Beach one time, my dad took me down to Long Beach, and you could 
see the ships, uh freighters, loaded to the plimsoll line with scrap iron. 
And I asked my dad, I says, “What are they doing?” He said, “Well 
they’re taking the scrap iron to Japan.” And the reason he knew that, 
they were flying Japanese flag. And later on during the attack we shot 
down some of the planes. The tires on the airplanes had Goodyear, the 
propellers were Hamilton, uh one of the pilots had a USC rings on his 
finger, I remember that, University of Southern California, you know 
that of course. But uh...see we were young and innocent in those 

days, and we didn’t know that, heh, we were going to be struck. And 
that-that, uh that’s out of sequence I guess. Heh heh. 


CD: We can put it back in sequence. 
JH: Heh lots of luck...heh heh 


15:42 
CD: Could you walk me through your day on December 7, 1941? 


JH: Did I what? 
REPEATS QUESTION 


15:52 

JH: I was in bed. And I already told him, but you haven’t heard this. I 
had a real bad cold. And I had a friend of mine uh, Rudy Morales, I 
said, “Rudy I’m gonna stay in bed today, and uh you get me a pint of 
whiskey.” Four Roses Whiskey, I don’t even know if they make Four 
Roses anymore. And I’d never drunk whiskey in my whole life, but I 
thought gee, maybe if I stay in bed I'll be so drunk I'll pass this off. So 


a friend of mine later on he says, “John,” he says, “you left out one 
part.” And I said, “What’s that?” He said, “Well, you go to bed, you 
have a pint of whiskey, and an 18-year-old blonde. Then you get rid of 
your cold.” Heh. (16:47) Well I didn’t have a blond so I didn’t get rid 
of my cold. So when they hit, guy runs through the barracks, he says, 
“We’re being attacked.” No S-H-I-T, no S-H-I-T. And I thought he’s got 
to be kidding. But then we could hear this rumbling coming from 
Pearl Harbor. You could see this smoke coming up. So I thought we’ve 
got to get out to the guns and hook ‘em up to our firing position. Now 
the gun is mounted with two bogies, there’s one in the back and one 
in the front, and they weigh about eight tons. Anyway we hooked up 
the guns to the prime movers, and uh- 


17:38 

CD: John if I could just stop you for a second, we’ve got some traffic 
outside. 

CREW INTERRUPTION UNTIL 18:28. So one you got the call to 
action, that the Japanese are attacking- 


JH: Yeah they called us to action alright. 
CD: then what? 


18:39 

JH: Well they strafed the camp. In fact, one of our sergeants got hit. 
The uh bullet hit him in the hip, it went through the bed, and way 
down the coral. Later on he went back and dug the thing up and he 
had it for years. I don’t know- well he’s dead now, but he reached a 
full colonel before he got out of the service. Uh...yeah, let’s see. 


CD: You were going to set up the guns. Could you tell me about- 


JH: Oh yeah, we were- we got out to our firing position, which is out 
near West Lock. (19:21) (LEANS OFF-CAMERA) Sound familiar? Heh 
heh. (LEANS BACK IN) And uh that was where the Pennsylvania, and 
the Cassin, and the Downes were in this dry dock. But by the time we 
got set up everything was...gone. And the second attack came, but we- 
we didn’t have any ammunition at that time either. In fact some of the 
outfits had to break the locks on the lockers to get the ammunition. 
That’s how unprepared we were. Uh, and then that night...let’s see. 
Somebody started shooting, and of course when somebody starts 
shooting everybody joins in. So there were fireworks all over the place 
for about an hour till finally somebody got smart and says, well the 
Japanese aren’t landing, they aren’t coming in again. The uh...and you 
know even to this day I believe that if they had a strong enough force 
they could have landed on Oahu and perhaps even taken it over, 


because the Navy was really uh wiped out, and the Air Force too on 
Ford Island and Hickam field. So that night uh...captain said, “We 
need somebody to go up on the radio, heh the water tower,” and I 
don’t know how high that thing was. So Frank and I uh we 
volunteered, we had sleeping bags, so there’s a platform around this 
water tower. So we get up there...heh. That night, of course 
everything’s blacked out, there’s no lights. So that night me and 
Frank were, heh, trying to get some sleep, and we heard this roar. 
This PBY apparently had been able to take off, and I guess he was 
going to go up and patrol. And we-we both had flashlights, I said, 
“Frank, I don’t think that guy can see our water tank,” because the 
light on the top was off, nothing was supposed to be on, |-electrically. 
So we, heh, one of us, I’m not- I think it was Frank, but he took a uh 
flashlight, and he flashed it, and the PBY veered off and flew off into 
the distance. 


22:03 
CD: When you got down to West Lot and set up your station, could 
you describe the scene you saw? 


22:11 

JH: Well I remember, uh sailors, some of ‘em were trying to get to 
shore, and there was fuel oil all over the water, and some of them had 
ingested this stuff, and you could see ‘em trying to swim to get to 
shore, and some of ‘em couldn’t make it, you could see ‘em going 
down, well we couldn’t help them at all. (22:39) Some of ‘em we were 
able to uh get ‘em out of the water and into shore, and uh, of course 
we had to wash ‘em off as best we can, and could, and we’d loan them 
some of our uniforms so we’d have something to wear, ‘cause you had 
to get rid of all of all that ol- stuff that was, um but uh... (23:02) The 
Navy really, really caught it. 


23:08 
CD: Could you describe what battleship row looked like? 


23:14 

JH: We weren’t close enough to that. The only thing we were close- 
the only ship we were close enough to was the Pennsylvania, which 
was in dry dock, and it was hit. And I think later on they got that- they 
resurrected the uh Pennsylvania. I think they got that going again. 
But the Cassin and Downes, they were two tin cans, I don’t know if 
they got those up and running or not. But in your interviews some of 
the sailors will tell you whether they did or not, because uh... We 
weren’t that close to battleship row. You could see the smoke and the 
fires, I mean they went on for hours till they finally got them put out, 


but uh that was about it. (24:04) Well then later on they sent us to 
Fiji. 


CD: What’s your single clearest memory of that day? 


24:15 

JH: Of that day? This Japanese pilot, uh heh, of course when they’re 
strafing everyone thinks the same as them, was this pilot firing, you 
could see little bits of coral being chopped up by bullets. And I 
remember the- the...one of the fellows was able to get a .30 caliber 
machine gun, set up; he got some ammunition, from where I don’t 
know, but he was actually firing back. This is an old .30 caliber water- 
cooled Browning machine gun, and he was firing back, and we don’t 
know if he actually hit somebody or not, but I remember that one pilot 
coming down. 


25:10 
CD: Did you return fire that day? 


JH: No, uh we didn’t. Oh you mean me personally? 
CD: Yes. 

JH: Well, no, not really, heh heh. 

CD: Did your battery? 


JH: There wasn’t anybody to fire at. My rifle heh wouldn’t reach 
20,000 feet. 


CD: Did your artillery unit return fire that day? 


25:37 

JH: No, we didn’t get set up in time. See they were only over uh, the 
battle area...gosh I don’t think it was more than 15 or 20 minutes. 
They came in two waves you know. I guess you heard that before, you 
know. 


25:57 
CD: The um, how did life on Hawaii change after the attacks? What 
was different? 


JH: That I couldn’t answer, cause they sent us to Fiji about uh eight 
months later. And-and-and uh leave was very far apart in, what am I 
trying to say, they didn’t give too much leave after the attack. So I 
really couldn’t tell you what it was like? 


26:27 
CD: What was the lesson of Pearl Harbor for us today? 


JH: Heh, you know the boy scout motto? There you go. Be prepared. 
Well you know what our motto is now for the-the survivors: keep 
America alert, no, heh, remember Pearl Harbor, keep America alert. 
And when I send this on email or letters I always add the word, and 
strong, especially in this world today. I’m maneuvering to have my 
ashes scattered at Pearl Harbor. Mr. Taylor’s in charge. If you want 
heh, heh, he wants all of these things that I’m going to have to go 
around and collect ‘em, and that’s neither here nor there. 


27:34 
CD: Why do you want to be laid to rest there? 


JH: Well, that’s a good question... (coughing fit) Maybe it’s because 
for many of my friends lost their lives there. And we had-we had three 
fellows from the second battalion that were taking flying lessons, they 
were shot down, just like that. Of course, heh, as far as the Japanese 
were concerned anything in the air was fair game. And you can’t 
blame them for that because potential enemy, get shot back, so... 
That’s poor language isn’t it? Get shot back. Get shot at. Return fire, 
heh heh. 


CD: Have you been back to the Arizona Memorial? 


28:45 
JH: Oh yeah. 


CD: When you go out on that memorial, and stand on that resting 
ship, what thoughts go through your mind? 


28:52 
JH: What’s on my mind? 


CD: When you’re at the memorial, over the Arizona. 


28:58 

JH: ...Well, that’s hard to say uh. Of course I cryed all the time I was 
there (coughs). I’m very emotional as you can tell. But uh, well like I 
was telling him, have you been there? Okay, then you know what it 
says on that back? The one word that I don’t like is the word gave, G- 
A-V-E. They did not give their lives, it was taken from them. (29:51) 
And I’ve sent emails telling us why I resent it; it won’t do any good, 
they’re not going to change. And I don’t know who came up with that, 


I’d like to meet him some time. But IIl bet it wasn’t a fellow that was 
at Pearl Harbor when it happened. 


30:14 
CD: Could you remind me what that says? 


JH: I don’t remember the exact words, but it was something like um, 
“This monument is dedicated to the men who gave their lives during 
the Japanese attack, uh December 7, 1941. 

CD: When you look up at that wall of names, 


30:45 
END OF TAPE 


